ORGANISATION
Since the early 1990s, most university libraries have been operating under the rules of a law passed in 1984 which aims at reorganising the various libraries within a university. The law stipulates the creation of a cooperative library service for each university, either as a close-knit structure (services communs de la documentation = SCD) or as a system of associated units (services interétablissements de coopération documentaire = SICD). Both administrative measures want to achieve a joint approach with regard to acquisitions, cataloguing, user education and information technology at each institution. The various components of a library network within a university are allowed to choose whether to become integrated or only associated with the overall structure.
BUILDINGS
During the last 10 years, a number of new universities opened their doors in the Parisian conurbation as well as in the provinces. The new foundations were established in accordance with the plans of the French government aimed at offering students a better access to university education nationwide. Whereas lecture halls and laboratories went up, the libraries of those institutions did not expand and develop accordingly. 
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USERSHIP
During the last two decades, the tertiary education sector enjoyed a period of enormous growth in France. Today more than 2 million students are enrolled in French universities and other higher education institutions. Thus the number of potential library users has risen as well. As the first two phases of French university studies are mainly based on textbooks, more specialized literature is only required for the final study phase (troisième cycle) or for the needs of academics involved in research. French students in large numbers see the libary as a place of study to which they bring their own textbooks instead of using books from the library shelves. Thus quite a number of students complain about crowded study facilities, especially in Paris where the situation has been deplorable for decades. At several Parisian university libraries the number of registered users has even declined (4 percent) in 1998 due to overcrowding. In 1988, a library had an average usership of 10,300, a decade later that figure had risen to 13,100. As a consequence, French university libraries have to look after a rising number of users per personnel position. At several university libraries, the annual intake of new monographs is rather modest. In 1998, only 33 (of 67) provincial university libraries added more than 10,000 titles to their stock, among the Parisian institutions 13 (of 26) reported increases which exceded that figure. In 10 university libraries, however, less than 3,000 new books found their place to the shelves during that year.
With regard to journal subscriptions, the situation is even more obvious. In 1998, only 5 libraries held subscriptions to more than 3,000 journals, but 40 of the 95 university libraries subscribed to less than 1,000 periodicals.
BUDGETS
In the course of the last two decades, the annual amounts spent on acquisitions increased more than ten times nationally. Especially since the early 1990s, the rate of increase has been rather stable. A certain percentage of that increase, however, was eaten up by a decline in the value of the French Franc with regard to foreign currencies and by the rise in book prices and journal subscriptions, so that the surplus must be viewed in proportion. Nevertheless, it is obvious that the government is determined to bring French university libraries up to par with their West European counterparts. Until the mid-1980s, university libraries in the Parisian conurbation were usually better off than their provincial sisters, but meanwhile several of the older institutions located in the provinces have benefited more from the ministerial allocations. In 1998, two Parisian (BIU Jussieu, BIU Médecine) and six provincial university libraries (Clermont-Ferrand, Grenoble I, Lyon I, Montpellier, Nantes, Strasbourg I) were allocated the highest acquisition budgets (more than 7 M FF each). In total, the provincial university libraries spent 282 M FF and the Parisian institutions 113 M FF on acquisitions in 1998. At the bottom of the table there were six university libraries, however, which had to manage with less than 1 M FF on acquisitions that year.
In 1998, every French university library acquired at least 1,000 monographs produced by French publishing houses, but only 15 Parisian and 33 provincial university libraries purchased more than 1,000 foreign books. Near the bottom of the chart are placed 6 Parisian and 20 provincial institutions which each put less than 500 new foreign titles on their shelves in 1998. The situation is less pronounced with regard to periodicals. On average, Parisian university libraries spent 78 percent of their acquisition budgets on foreign peridical titles in 1998, while provincial institutions allocated 73 percent of their funds for the purchase of journals produced outside France.
SPECIAL COLLECTIONS
In order to redress the scarcity of specialized literature from foreign publishers held by university libraries, the French government introduced a programme supporting the purchase of foreign publications in a number of subjects in the late 1970s. In 1998, 31 subjects were included in the scheme called CADIST (Centre d'Acquisition et de Diffusion de l'Information Scientifique et Technique). In 1998, the government subsidized the scheme to the tune of 22.5 M FF. From that amount, 12.4 M FF went into subscriptions to foreign periodicals, 6.3 M FF was spent on books, and the rest went for the purchase of microforms. The majority of titles aquired with CADIST funds were products from foreign presses.
LENDING
Parallel to the increase in student numbers, French university libraries lent a rising number of books and periodicals to their users. Especially notable is the increase in the number of items lent to users for studies at home, a figure which very liklely also reflects the lack of study space in academic libraries. In 1998, the number of materials loaned decreased slightly in comparsison to the preceding year, due probably to the fact that more collections are being offered on open shelves. 
PERSEPECTIVE
The new objectives pursued by the French Ministry of Education have resulted in a better funding policy for university libraries altogether. If this policy is continued -which all indicators point to -France will be able to catch up on its backlog with regard to information provisions to students and faculty. In order to strengthen university libraries in the near future, a closer cooperation with well-positioned municipal libraries is being discussed. A further investment in IT based services is also considered as an appropriate measure.
